
















































































































































































5	Django Unchained. Directed by Quentin Tarantino. Performed by Jamie Foxx, Cristoph Waltz. 
United States: Columbia Pictures, 2012. Film. 
6 The Big Lebowski. Directed by Joel Coen and Ethan Coen. Performed by Jeff Bridges, John 








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































62	“Frederick Jackson Turner's "Frontier Thesis.” The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American 
History. Accessed March 30, 2017. https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/development-
west/timeline-terms/frederick-jackon-turners-frontier-thesis-0.  
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were	still	discernable.	Mostly	it’s	simple	escapism.	However,	they	are	still	firmly	entrenched	in	
certain	regions	of	the	United	States,	and	West	Texas	is	one	of	them.		
No	Country	for	Old	Men	is	the	story	of	a	man	forced	to	confront	the	harsh	reality	that	his	
values	no	longer	apply.	Although	Ed	Tom	Bell	is	one	of	three	protagonists	in	the	film,	his	
rambling	monologues	are	its	moral	and	emotional	core.	Through	them,	he	attempts	to	parse	
out	and	somehow	come	to	terms	with	the	events	that	transpire	between	Moss	and	Chigurh.	As	
they	proceed,	Bell	becomes	increasingly	befuddled	by	Chigurh’s	ruthlessness.	He	realizes	that	
the	kind	of	man	Chigurh	represents	is	so	far	beyond	Bell’s	ability	to	conceive	or	understand,	
that	he’d	rather	retire	than	face	it.	His	final	monologue,	though	given	context	for	the	first	time	
as	he	tells	his	wife	about	his	dreams,	offers	no	closure	or	solution:	no	way	to	collapse	his	
realizations	into	material	his	old	self	could	comprehend.	The	Coens	pluck	a	classical	western	(	in	
terms	of	values)	character	and	thrust	him	into	the	real	world.	In	doing	so,	he	and	the	audience	
both	start	to	think	that	perhaps	their	idealized	conceptions	of	the	West	never	existed	at	all.	The	
west	was	ever	harsh	and	unforgiving.	Its	hold	on	the	minds	of	Americans	was	a	projection	we	
used	to	attribute	some	degree	of	order	and	“rightness”	to	the	world.	As	in	Liberty	Valence,	we	
have	chosen	the	myth.	But	No	Country	asserts	that	it	has	always	been	this	way.		
In	order	to	more	thoroughly	explicate	this	claim,	it’s	necessary	to	take	a	step	back	and	
examine	each	way	the	Coens	choose	to	blur	delineations	that	explicitly	exist	in	the	world	of	the	
Classical	Western.	The	first	of	these,	the	separation	of	myth	from	reality,	is	the	most	complex	in	
relation	to	the	Classical	Western.	Mythology,	particularly	as	they	relate	to	making	a	man	into	a	
myth,	is	generally	accepted	as	fact,	or	in	some	cases,	it's	a	choice	the	perpetuators	of	the	myth	
make	to	preserve	some	perceived	good	the	myth	imparts.	Either	way,	its	effect	is	benevolent.	
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(i.e.	Liberty	Valence)	In	Postmodern	Westerns	such	as	Unforgiven,	the	primary	task	of	the	
protagonist	is	to	dispel	the	myths	surrounding	them,	whether	of	themselves	or	others.	In	films	
like	Django,	the	desire	to	deflate	mythologies	extends	to	an	entire	culture	or	region.	But	No	
Country	reverses	this	tendency.	The	protagonist,	rather	than	the	region,	chooses	without	his	
knowledge	to	believe	the	myth,	only	to	have	it	slowly	dissolve	in	front	of	him	without	his	
consent.		
In	the	first	moments	of	the	film,	Ed	Tom	ruminates	wistfully	on	his	early	days	as	a	
sheriff,	when	men	of	his	profession	needn’t	necessarily	wear	a	firearm.	“I	always	loved	to	listen	
to	the	old	timers.	Never	missed	a	chance	to	do	so.”63	The	audience	is	not	immediately	aware	
that	Bell	has	formulated	an	idealization	of	his	and	his	ancestors’	collective	history	in	the	face	of	
harsh	contemporary	realities.	As	he	speaks,	the	camera	cuts	to	stills	of	the	vast,	desolate	
landscape	of	West	Texas.	Soon	after,	though,	Bell	seems	to	admit	that	his	philosophies	are	
already	beginning	to	fail	him.	He	describes	a	boy	he	sent	to	the	electric	chair,	who	felt	no	
remorse	for	the	gruesome	murder	of	a	young	girl,	even	after	he	was	sentenced	to	death.	Bell	
wonders	how	the	“old	timers”	would	have	handled	the	situation,	but	ventures	no	guess.	
However,	he	does	not	realize	that	his	failed	attempt	to	comprehend	the	young	man	might	
signify	a	flaw	in	his	worldview.	An	officer,	presumably	one	of	Bell’s	deputies,	arrests	a	man	
somewhere	out	in	the	desert	and	drives	him	to	the	station.	He	phones	Bell	to	assure	him	that	
“[He’s]	got	it	under	control.”64		
																																																						
63	No	Country	for	Old	Men.	Directed	by	Joel	and	Ethan	Coen,	(Santa	Monica,	CA:	Miramax,	2007)	
00:01:15.		
64	Ibid.	00:03:11.		
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Suddenly	the	man	(who	of	course	is	Chigurh)	throws	his	handcuffs	around	the	deputy’s	
neck	and	suffocates	him.	From	that	point	forward,	Bell	can	gain	no	measure	of	control	over	the	
events	that	transpire.	He	consistently	arrives	at	the	scenes	of	Chigurh’s	crimes	too	late,	only	
able	to	impotently	pick	up	the	pieces	and	attempt	to	glean	some	understanding	of	what	
occurred.	His	experience	does	him	credit	where	this	is	concerned.	He	cleverly	deduces	that	
Chigurh	killed	the	man	from	whom	he	stole	the	car	with	a	cattle	gun.	He	still	can’t	fathom	
Chigurh’s	character	or	motives,	but	as	the	film	progresses	he	seems	to	stop	trying.	After	he	
meets	with	Moss’	wife	in	Odessa,	Bell	returns	home.	While	sitting	at	a	diner,	he	describes	to	his	
deputy	a	story	in	the	paper	about	a	couple	who	tortured	and	murdered	old	men	and	women,	
cashing	the	social	security	checks	once	they	were	dead.	Upon	mentioning	that	authorities	were	
only	alerted	when	one	of	the	torture	victims	ran	outside	wearing	only	a	dog	collar,	Wendell	
snorts	sheepishly.	After	briefly	looking	askance,	Bell	says	soberly,	“That’s	alright,	I	laugh	myself	
sometimes.”65	His	worldview	slowly	crumbles	before	him.		
Moss’	death	is	the	last	straw	for	Bell.	He	briefly	meets	with	an	old	friend	and	fellow	
officer.	The	other	man	complains	about	young	people	with	“green	hair,”	and	Bell	acknowledges	
they’re	both	men	out	of	their	time.	The	El	Paso	sheriff	doesn’t	seem	to	recognize	that	for	Bell,	
it’s	the	needless	nature	of	the	violence,	more	than	its	happening	in	general,	that	most	
perplexes	him.	He	decides	to	retire	shortly	after	returning	home,	and	goes	to	visit	a	relative,	
one	of	the	old	timers	to	whom	he	once	so	eagerly	listened,	and	among	whom	he	now	ranks.	He	
confesses	that	his	worldview	is—seemingly	irrevocably—shattered.	“I	feel	overmatched.	I	
always	felt	when	I	got	older,	God	would	sorta	come	into	my	life	somehow.	And	He	didn’t.	I	
																																																						
65	Ibid.	01:27:31.		
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don’t	blame	Him.	If	I	was	Him	I’d	have	the	same	opinion	of	me	that	he	does.”66	Such	a	strong	
oath	from	Bell	could	only	have	been	wrought	from	desperation.	Likely,	he	felt	after	what	he’d	
seen	that	there	was	no	God	at	all.	The	idea	of	an	all-knowing	God	which	lends	the	universe	
order	is	inextricably	tied	to	the	Classical	Western	philosophy:	good	and	evil	exist	in	the	world,	
and	it’s	the	mission	of	the	good	to	eliminate	the	evil.	And	most	importantly,	in	the	end,	those	
who	do	evil	are	punished—justice	will	out.	Rejecting	Judeo-Christian	ideologies	means	the	
rejection	of	the	mythologized	Old	West.	He	doesn’t	renounce	it	or	deny	its	existence,	but	
merely	believes	he	must	be	an	exception.	Ellis	responds	with	a	story	about	Bell’s	great-uncle,	
who	was	a	Texas	Ranger	and	presumably	one	of	the	men	Bell	had	always	looked	up	to.	Uncle	
Mat	was	shot	in	cold	blood	by	a	group	of	Native	Americans,	who	sat	watching	him	as	he	died.	
Finally,	he	says	“What	you	got,	ain’t	nothin’	new	.	.	.	it	ain’t	all	waitin’	on	you.	That’s	vanity.”67	
Ellis	speech	is	not	exactly	reassuring.	He	assures	Bell	that	his	loss	of	faith	in	the	old,	noble	men	
of	the	West	was	inevitable.	They	were	always	a	fantasy,	constructed	from	the	belief	that	the	
world	is	just.		
Although	Ed	Tom	Bell	represents	a	reversal	in	who,	if	anyone	in	the	Postmodern	
Western,	accepts	the	philosophies	of	the	Old	West,	that	does	not	mean	he	is	additionally	a	
reversal	of	the	rugged	individualist	heroes	of	traditional	Western	films.	While	William	Munny	is	
an	anti-hero	who	has	a	choice	to	accept	of	reject	the	role	of	hero	in	Unforgiven,	Ed	Tom	is	
never	cast	as	such.	From	the	beginning,	he	is	a	bystander,	with	no	real	power	to	change	the	
inexorable	course	of	the	plot.	The	traditional	Western,	as	Deleuze	puts	it,	leaves	a	gap	between	
																																																						
66	Ibid.	01:45:20.		
67	Ibid.	01:47:24.		
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the	hero’s	milieu	and	the	conflict	of	the	film	that	only	the	hero	can	fill,	thereby	restoring	
balance.	Neither	Bell	nor	Moss,	nor	even	Carson	Welles,	can	fill	that	gap,	try	as	they	might.	The	
gap	then	becomes	a	vacuum.	Westerns	always	contain	a	hero	and	a	villain:	the	hero’s	main	
responsibility	is	to	stop	the	villain	from	harming	the	innocent.	Carson	and	Moss	both	exhibit	
certain	attributes	of	the	Classical	Western	hero.	Carson	is	overly	confident,	handsome,	and	
supposedly	a	talented	hit	man.	Moss	cares	deeply	for	his	wife,	and	tries	to	defend	her.	But	
neither	of	them	can	successfully	ward	off	Chigurh	or	achieve	their	goals.	Possibly,	because	
neither	character	exhibits	individually	the	necessary	elements	of	a	Western	hero.	Carson	is	vain	
and	selfish,	and	Moss	simply	has	not	the	strength.		So	Chigurh	fills	the	vacuum	left	in	the	
absence	of	a	protagonist.	As	a	result,	he	is	the	only	character	whose	deeds	drive	the	action,	and	
therefore	he	can	wreak	havoc	with	impunity.	Chigurh	actively	tests	the	limits	of	this	role,	
continually	finding	himself	unimpeded.	The	only	order	or	justice	in	the	film	springs	from	his	
warped	conception	of	fate,	or	perhaps	determinism.	He	uses	his	philosophy	as	a	scapegoat,	
never	taking	moral	responsibility	for	his	actions.	Those	whom	happen	upon	him	while	he	is	in	
need	were	meant	to	do	so.	His	brand	of	mercy	is	flipping	a	coin,	and	allowing	the	potential	
victim	to	call	it	in	the	air.	The	world	of	the	film	subjects	the	other	characters	to	Chigurh’s	moral	
philosophy.	Anyone	attempting	to	impede	it	is	punished,	including	Chigurh.		
After	Moss	is	killed	by	the	drug	cartel,	Chigurh	returns	to	Odessa	to	seek	out	his	wife,	
having	made	a	promise	to	Moss	over	the	phone	that	he	would	kill	her.	Carla	Jean	returns	from	
her	mother’s	funeral	to	find	Chigurh	sitting	in	her	room,	waiting.	As	she	tries	to	convince	
Chigurh	that	her	death	is	unnecessary,	he	flips	a	coin,	saying	“It’s	the	best	I	can	do.”68	But	she	
																																																						
68	Ibid.	01:50:29.	
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refuses.	“The	coin	don’t	have	no	say.	It’s	just	you.”69	For	the	first	time,	Chigurh	looks	befuddled.	
Presumably	he	shoots	her	a	few	moments	later,	however,	as	the	next	shot	shows	him	walking	
from	the	house.		
Carla	Jean’s	refusal	to	call	the	coin,	and	Chigurh’s	decision	to	murder	her	anyway,	
causes	a	disruption	in	the	world,	as	evidenced	by	the	following	scene.	While	Chirgurh	is	usually	
the	harbinger	of	this	world’s	brand	of	justice,	his	decision	not	to	play	by	the	rules	must	be	
punished.	As	Chigurh	drives	away,	he	is	T-boned	by	an	oncoming	car.70	He	survives	the	initial	
collision,	but	whether	he	survives	the	aftermath	of	his	wounds	is	unclear.	A	piece	of	bone	
protrudes	from	his	arm	and	blood	vessels	have	popped	in	his	eyes.	He	pays	a	young	boy	for	a	
shirt	to	use	as	a	sling,	and	limps	away.	Whether	the	gap	Chigurh	leaves	is	rectified	by	the	
accident	is	unclear.	But	if	the	world	indeed	subscribes	to	Chigurh’s	philosophy	of	justice,	it	is	
unlikely	he’ll	last	the	night.		
	 Chigurh’s	final	scene	provides	no	concrete	answer	to	the	questions	it	inevitably	elicits.	
By	no	means	is	it	clear	cut.	The	overriding	problem	is	one	of	control.	Does	Chigurh	really	fill	the	
gap	left	by	the	hero	and	thereby	gain	power	to	manipulate	the	world?	He	is	only	one	of	a	few	
possibilities.	First,	perhaps	a	greater,	metaphysical	power	holds	sway,	a	kind	a	deity.	Whether	
benevolent	or	otherwise,	a	Godlike	deity	could	provide	some	sort	of	order	and	meaning	to	the	
events	of	the	film.	Certainly,	given	the	region	and	time,	most	of	the	characters	would	believe	in	
a	Judeo-Christian	God.	The	Classical	Western	generally	assumes	a	measure	of	divine	control,	
the	hero	one	order	below,	and	the	villain(s)	standing	in	opposition	to	both.	A	deity	defined	by	
																																																						
69	Ibid.	01:50:56.		
70	Ibid.	01:51:15.		
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Christian	idealizations	of	justice	and	morality	gives	the	hero	strength	and	the	weight	of	
authority.		 	
	 For	two	reasons,	I	would	strongly	argue	against	this	interpretation.	First,	the	characters	
who	would	be	heroes	possess	no	meaningful	authority	or	control,	implying	they	lack	the	
“weight	of	right”	that	a	deity	provides.	It’s	possible	that	an	evil	deity	controls	the	world,	but	this	
is	unlikely.	No	evidence	is	provided	for	a	vengeful	God,	other	than	the	possible	lack	of	a	
benevolent	one.	Undoubtedly,	at	least	some	reference	to	the	cosmic	would	have	come	from	
Chigurh.	He	implies	belief	in	an	ordered	universe,	but	it	in	no	way	resembles	religion.	Secondly,	
the	only	explicit	reference	to	God	confirms	that	He	has	no	control	over	what	has	happened.	
What’s	more,	it	comes	from	Bell,	the	moral	center	of	the	film.	“I	always	felt	when	I	got	older,	
God	would	sorta	come	into	my	life	somehow.	And	He	didn’t.	I	don’t	blame	Him.	If	I	was	Him	I’d	
have	the	same	opinion	of	met	that	he	does.”	This	line,	coming	from	any	other	character	would	
not	necessarily	be	law.	But	the	audience	funnels	its	knowledge	of	the	world	through	Bell’s,	and	
his	slow	disillusionment	is	the	only	honest	assessment	we’re	offered.		
	 The	final	two	possibilities	I	find	almost	equally	convincing	with	respect	to	plot.	However,	
I	believe	a	more	convincing	argument	can	be	made	for	one	given	the	visual	language	of	the	film.	
The	first	of	these	is	that	the	vacuum	is	never	occupied.	The	absence	of	a	hero	allows	the	action	
to	unfold	on	its	own.	There	is	no	grand	design,	and	nothing	is	in	control.	Chigurh	is	allowed	to	
carry	out	the	murder	of	dozens	of	innocents	because	he	realizes	this,	and	exploits	it.	Bell	and	
Moss,	for	instance,	both	have	real	or	perceived	entities	watching	over	them	and	limiting	their	
decisions.	Moss	has	his	family,	presumably	some	form	of	moral	framework,	and	after	he	steals	
the	money,	the	Mexican	drug	cartel.	Bell	has	his	wife,	a	(at	first)	steadfast	belief	in	traditional	
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Western	values,	and	to	a	certain	degree	(perhaps)	even	the	audience.	Even	Carson	Welles,	
despite	his	apparent	lack	of	conscience	or	connection,	must	answer	to	his	company.	Chigurh,	by	
contrast	is,	as	Bell	dubs	him,	a	“ghost.”	Originally	he	seems	to	employed	by	the	Mexican	drug	
cartel.	As	soon	as	he	has	the	information	he	needs,	though,	he	shoots	his	employers	and	heads	
after	the	money	himself.	His	nationality	is	unknown,	and	even	his	name	is	mysteriously	without	
cultural	origin.	The	only	man	who	knows	anything	about	him,	Carson	Welles,	is	an	enemy,	and	
has	possibly	never	spoken	to	him	directly.	In	fact,	throughout	the	little	interaction	Chigurh	has	
with	other	characters,	he	seems	genuinely	baffled	by	their	way	of	thinking,	and	studies	them	
with	anthropological	detachment	as	if	they	were	of	a	different	species.	Possibly	he	comes	from	
nowhere,	a	manifestation	of	the	violence	inherent	to	the	West.	Regardless,	the	only	quality	
required	for	control	in	a	world	with	no	guidance	or	consequence	is	a	willingness	to	remove	all	
obstacles	to	power.	All	that	is	left	is	action	and	chaos.	
	 I	disagree	with	this	interpretation	as	well.	Chigurh	himself	exhibits	significant	evidence	
that	control	is	extrinsic	to	those	who	inhabit	the	world.	Namely,	he	himself	adheres	to	a	moral	
philosophy	that	he	perceives	is	greater	than	himself.	Chigurh	is	an	unstoppable	force,	who	
defies	Bell’s	ability	to	comprehend	to	the	point	that	he	is	forced	to	retire.	From	his	decision	we	
can	assume	that	1)	Chigurh’s	value	system—at	least	regarding	survival	and	propogation—is	the	
dominant	of	the	two,	and	2)	it	is	by	virtue	of	this	system	that	Chigurh	controls	the	action	of	the	
film.	He	isn’t	in	control	of	it,	but	just	the	reverse.	While	the	nuances	of	it	are	not	altogether	
clear,	he	definitely	believes	in	fate	or	determinism.	Carson	Welles	visits	Moss	while	he	is	in	a	
hospital	in	Mexico.	When	Moss	asks	why	he	wouldn’t	make	a	deal	with	Chigurh	in	instead	of	
him,	Welles	says	that	Chigurh	would	kill	moss	anyway	“just	for	inconveniencing	him	.	.	.	You	
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might	even	say	he	has	principles.	Principles	that	transcend	money	or	drugs	or	anything	like	
that.”71	The	little	insight	we’re	offered	into	the	mechanism	of	this	system	occurs	when	Chigurh	
is	about	to	kill	three	people:	Carson,	Carla	Jean,	and	the	man	at	the	convenience	store.	Of	these	
three	interactions,	only	the	possible	murder	of	the	gas	station	clerk	is	unmotivated	by	anything	
but	their	meeting	one	another.	But	Chigurh	implies	that	the	meeting	was	nevertheless	
inevitable.	He	flips	a	coin,	telling	the	man	to	call	it,	as	usual.	When	asked	what	they’re	“putting	
up”,	Chigurh	says	“you’ve	been	putting	it	up	your	whole	life.	You	just	didn’t	know	it	.	.	.I	can’t	
call	it	for	you,	it	wouldn’t	be	fair.”72	Chigurh	believes	that	the	man’s	death	is	not	up	to	him.	It	
was	either	dictated	or	not	by	some	other	power.	He	is	simply	the	conduit:	a	kind	of	grim	reaper	
or	harbinger	of	death.		
	 So,	if	the	force	exerting	its	will	on	the	world	isn’t	God,	Chigurh,	or	nothing	at	all,	then	
what	is	it?	I	believe	it	is,	quite	literally,	the	land.	As	the	Coens	already	suggested,	the	geography	
is	its	own	character,	and	therefore	has	its	own	desires	and	needs.	In	the	Classic	Western,	the	
land	is	distinctly	anonymous,	offering	up	either	danger	or	refuge,	but	morally	neutral.	However,	
as	the	sweeping	landscapes	of	the	West	became	synonymous	with	the	Western	genre,	it	also	
took	on	their	set	of	values.	In	other	words,	a	cinematic	reversal	of	Jackson	Turner’s	Frontier	
thesis.	Those	who	inhabited	the	fictional	world	shaped	its	character.	The	Coen	brothers	turn	
this	cinematic	trope	on	its	head.	Seemingly	out	of	a	desire	to	better	reflect	the	reality	of	the	
west,	they	implement	Turner’s	thesis	directly.	The	land	is	an	active	character	that	shapes	the	
characters	in	the	world.	Bell,	Moss	and	Welles	fail	to	recognize	this,	so	the	world	engulfs	them.	
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By	contrast,	Chigurh	is	a	physical	manifestation	of	the	land,	its	product,	and	personifies	the	
harsh	realities	to	which	the	people	are	often	subjected.	Death	often	seems	meaningless,	but	we	
are	led	to	it	inexorably.	Violence	is	unavoidable,	and	peace	is	fleeting.	Most	importantly,	our	
attempts	to	manipulate	the	world	to	our	benefit	is	ultimately	futile,	because	we	are	hopelessly	
“overmatched.”	Evidence	for	this	interpretation	abounds.	In	terms	of	dialogue	much	of	it	
occurs	in	the	final	minutes	of	the	film.	After	Ellis	tells	Bell	the	story	of	his	Uncle	Mat’s	death,	he	
says,	“What	you	got	ain’t	new.	this	country’s	hard	on	people.”73	Ellis	undoubtedly	knows	about	
Chigurh,	or	at	least	as	much	as	Bell	told	his	wife.	But	to	him,	Chigurh	is	unexceptional.	He	does	
not	blame	what’s	happened	on	Chigurh,	or	believe	it’s	a	sign	of	changing	times	as	Bell	does.	It’s	
just	the	country.	In	a	way,	his	philosophy	actually	resembles	Chigurh’s.	At	the	very	least,	he	has	
accepted	that	the	land	rather	than	man	is	in	control.	Ellis	was	shot	in	the	line	of	duty	and	forced	
to	retire.	Bell	asks	if	he	would	seek	revenge	if	the	man	responsible	was	set	free,	and	is	surprised	
to	receive	a	no.	“All	the	time	you	spend	tryin’	to	get	back	what’s	been	took	from	you	more’s	
goin’	out	the	door.	After	a	while	you	just	gotta	try	to	get	a	tourniquet	on	it.”74		Ellis	has,	in	his	
old	age,	accepted	his	fate.		
	 The	final	scene	of	the	film	is	hopeful,	despite	Bell’s	epiphany.	Up	to	now,	the	men	of	the	
film	fool	themselves	into	believing	they	have	a	measure	of	control	because	the	alternative	
would	be	too	difficult	to	bear.	However,	Bell’s	dreams	indicate	another	option.	Recognition	can	
lead	to	resignation,	and	eventually	to	peace.	In	his	second	dream,	Bell	watches	his	father	ride	
off	into	the	wilderness,	carrying	a	horn	full	of	fire.	“In	the	dream	I	knew	that	he	was	.	.	.	going	
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on	ahead.	He	was	fixin’	to	make	a	fire	somewheres	out	there	in	all	that	dark	.	.	.	and	I	knew	that	
when	I	got	there	he’d	be	there.”75	Bell’s	dream	depicts	not	the	west	of	the	Classical	Western,	
but	the	Turner	West.	That	is	to	say,	it’s	still	a	land	that	shapes	its	people.	But	Bell’s	father	has	
learned	to	survive,	and	even	thrive	while	acknowledging	he	has	no	control,	and	may	not	
understand.	The	fact	that	his	father	waits	for	him	means	that	Bell	will	come	to	that	point	
sometime	soon.	He	is	not	there	yet,	but	he’s	still	moving	forward.	Eventually,	he	will	have	
peace.		
	 As	previously	stated,	this	interpretation	is	further	evidenced	visually,	through	the	
images	conjured	by	the	Coens	and	their	cinematographer	Roger	Deakins.	Before	delving	too	
deeply	into	the	visual	mechanisms	of	the	film,	I’d	like	to	explicate	a	few	points	regarding	
Deakins’s	style,	particularly	in	relation	the	Coens	work	more	broadly.	He	is	their	director	of	
photography	on	almost	every	project,	and	thus,	much	of	their	aesthetic	stems	from	his	personal	
style.	Those	tendencies	have	become	so	much	a	part	of	the	Coens’	film	grammar	that	a	decision	
to	break	from	them	is	as	informative	as	adhering	to	them	in	any	shot.	Most	importantly,	
Deakins	has	a	unique	style	when	it	comes	to	shooting	bodies,	particularly	in	scenes	of	dialogue.	
He	almost	always	shoots	a	conversation	between	two	characters	from	inside	the	space	of	the	
conversation,	giving	each	character	a	single	shot	almost	directly	in	front	of	them.	Furthermore,	
the	lenses	are	usually	short	and	wide,	capturing	not	just	the	character	but	the	environment	
they	inhabit,	and	exaggerating	the	character’s	movements.	Also,	the	camera	often	slowly	
pushes	in	as	it	lingers	on	an	individual,	highlighting	a	particular	element	of	the	their.	For	
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example,	if	he	wishes	to	imply	accentuate	a	character’s	tendency	to	talk	to	much,	the	camera	
will	push	in	on	their	mouth	as	they	babble.	
	 The	overall	effect	of	these	habits	can	differ,	even	using	the	exact	same	techniques,	
based	upon	the	desired	effect.	An	emphasis	on	the	environment	can	humanize	a	character	or	
swallow	them	up.	The	wide	angle	lens	can	render	someone	alien	and	unintelligible,	or	goofy	
and	self-conscious.	A	switch	from	shot/reverse	shot	from	inside	the	conversation	to	over	the	
shoulder	of	one	of	the	characters	can	build	suspense	and	foreshadow	violent	action.	
Alternatively,	a	decision	to	maintain	the	angles	and	cuts	in	a	scene	while	dramatically	altering	
the	content	of	the	characters’	conversation	can	be	either	unnerving	or	humorous.	I	would	like	
to	enumerate	a	few	different	means	by	which	Deakins’s	style	affects	and	informs	the	film.	First,	
I	will	return	to	my	earlier	objective.		
	 These	techniques	are	incredibly	important	in	conveying	the	presence	of	environment—
its	control	over	the	action—in	No	Country.	As	I	stated	earlier,	the	empty	frame	Campbell	asserts	
the	Postwestern	fills	with	new	ideas,	in	this	film	is	left	empty.	But	the	frame	itself	is	still	
composed	of	the	film	grammar	of	the	Classical	Western.	Deakins	perfectly	conveys	this	idea	in	
the	opening	shots	of	the	film.	Beneath	Bell’s	ruminations	on	the	old	timers,	the	Coens	insert	a	
montage	of	shots	of	West	Texas.	Each	shot	accentuates	the	vast	and	desolate	expanse	of	the	
landscape,	with	no	single	element	of	singular	focus	in	the	mise-en-scène.	Nothing	living	
pervades	any	particular	scene,	but	they’re	shot	the	same	way	Deakins	frames	a	conversation:	
well	balanced	using	a	short,	wide	lens	that	exaggerates	distance.	But	where	a	person	should	be,	
there	is	only	emptiness.	After	about	a	minute	of	shots	of	the	plains,	the	Coens	begin	to	cross	
cut	with	shots	of	a	windmill,	each	one	closer	to	the	object	than	the	last.	It	enters	from	the	right	
	 72	
side	of	the	frame	and	shifts	slightly	leftward	as	the	shots	transition	from	long	shot,	to	medium	
long,	to	medium.	The	object	moves	into	the	frame	from	right	to	left.	Cinematic	convention	
dictates	that	objects	moving	“forward”	travel	in	the	frame	from	left	to	right.	As	such,	the	
windmill	moving	in	the	opposite	direction	in	relation	to	previous	shots	suggests	literally	going	
backward	in	time,	as	the	elements	slowly	reclaim	the	land	occupied	by	the	object.	The	last	still	
shot	before	the	action	begins	centers	the	object	in	the	frame.	It	is	obviously	old,	spotted	with	
rust.	The	use	of	a	windmill	in	particular	is	important,	due	to	the	object’s	intended	use:	to	
harness	the	power	of	the	environment	in	both	input	and	output.	Wind	turns	the	turbines	of	the	
mill,	which	pulls	groundwater	to	the	surface.	It	is	clear	that	the	windmill	is	in	disrepair,	and	that	
its	output	may	no	longer	sustain	anyone.	The	initial	shots	of	the	machine	surrounded	by	West	
Texas	plains	render	the	object	insignificant	by	comparison,	and	by	the	last	shot	of	the	object,	it	
seems	more	likely	at	the	mercy	of	the	environment	than	to	hold	any	kind	of	power	to	shape	its	
surroundings.		
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	I	believe	the	shift	from	desolate	but	grand	expanse	to	the	broken-down	mill	illustrates	through	
montage	a	gradual	decay:	both	a	material	and	cultural	one.	The	shots	increasingly	isolate	the	
object	from	its	surroundings,	which	in	turn	become	flatter	and	less	dynamic,	identifiable,	or	
forgiving.	As	the	images	close	in	around	the	object,	it	seems	to	transform	into	a	powerless	
spectator	separate	from	its	surroundings,	destined	to	watch	itself	deteriorate.	The	windmill,	
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therefore,	is	a	stand	in	for	Ed	Tom	Bell,	and	in	a	larger	sense	all	natives	of	the	west.	He	is	an	
observer,	watching	his	perception	of	the	values	and	codifying	elements	of	his	own	culture	
slowly	be	stripped	away,	the	region	to	which	he	connects	to	be	conquered	by	elements	beyond	
his	control	or	ability	to	comprehend.	As	Bell	serves	as	a	stand-in	both	for	other	western	people	
and	for	the	audience,	it	can	be	assumed	that	the	windmill	represents	them	too.		
		 This	ability	to	observe	but	not	to	act	on	his	environment	falls	neatly	within	Deleuze’s	
conception	of	the	time-image	illustrated	in	Cinema	2.	Using	the	classical	western	formula,	
characters	in	milieu	of	the	film	always	maintained	the	power	to	act	successfully	on	their	
environment.	In	a	sense	the	ending	was	always	certain:	good	will	triumph	over	evil,	the	cowboy	
will	ride	away	victorious	into	the	wilderness.	The	post-war	protagonist,	on	the	other	hand,	is	
more	an	observer,	unable	to	always	affect	his	milieu.	Ed	Tom	Bell	is	a	character	trapped	within	
the	latter	scenario,	a	cinema	emphasizing	the	time-image,	but	does	not	recognize	it.	He	is	an	
observer	still	convinced	of	his	ability	to	affect	the	environment.		
An	important	and	oft-employed	element	for	the	Coens	in	general	is	their	tendency	to	
shoot	characters	within	their	environments,	often	for	the	purposes	of	characterization.	For	
example,	in	the	scene	Carson	Welles	speaks	to	his	employer	about	Chigurh,	the	directors	frame	
the	man	with	the	high-rise	buildings	of	Dallas	surrounding	him,	an	environment	alien	to	the	rest	
of	the	world	of	the	film.	His	surroundings	serve	the	dual	purpose	of	characterizing	both	the	man	
and	the	job	for	which	he	has	hired	Welles:	they	exist	as	part	of	a	well-organized,	likely	illegal,	
business	enterprise	which	outranks	the	small	conflict	at	work	between	Chigurh,	Moss,	and	Bell.		
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The	Coens	also	use	a	character’s	environment	to	characterize	them	in	the	scene	between	
Chigurh	and	the	gas	station	clerk.	The	man	is	behind	the	small	counter,	surrounded	by	a	
paraphernalia	of	car	parts	and	faded	smiley-face	stickers,	an	old	piece	of	construction	
equipment	behind	him.	These	items	denote	that	the	man	is	industrious	and	hardworking,	but	
poor	and	uneducated.		
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The	Coens	repeatedly—in	this	film	and	in	their	larger	body	of	work—employ	
environment	to	allow	the	audience	a	quick	read	on	characters	we’re	not	given	a	lot	of	time	to	
get	to	know.	In	No	Country,	however,	these	shots	often	serve	another	purpose,	and	both	of	the	
previously	mentioned	shots	incorporate	it.	Each	of	them	contain	two	planes:	in	the	foreground,	
the	character	is	indoors	and	surrounded	by	material	of	their	professions,	an	environment	that	is	
unique	to	them	and	as	such	characterizes	only	them.	But	they	also	contain	a	window,	which	
serve	as	a	portal	through	which	the	audience	gains	access	to	a	larger	environment,	extrinsic	to	
them.	Both	portals	contain	objects	describing	the	characters’	milieu,	and	represent	varying	
degrees	of	success	in	controlling	it.		
I’ll	begin	with	the	latter	shot.	The	old	and	rusted	tractor	is	the	only	clearly	discernable	
object	through	the	window,	placed	directly	between	the	man	and	the	edge	of	the	window,	so	
as	to	remain	clearly	visible	throughout	his	exchange	with	Chigurh.	The	remainder	of	the	
backdrop	is	an	ill-defined	wasteland.	The	tractor	in	this	shot	serves	much	the	same	purpose	as	
the	windmill	in	the	opening	shots	of	the	film.	It	is	an	object	intended	to	help	people	shape	the	
environment	to	their	needs:	cutting	grass,	hauling	crops,	etc.	But	the	object	seems	to	sit	idle,	in	
disrepair	and	disuse,	its	tires	obviously	flat	and	the	chassis	falling	apart.	Since	the	man	lives	his	
life	in	the	country,	the	closest	analogue	to	the	frontier	of	the	classical	western,	the	tractor	
indicates	his	trials	and	failures	to	affect	his	milieu.	Like	the	windmill	and	tractor,	the	man	is	
ultimately	an	observer.		
The	businessman’s	relation	to	his	surroundings	is	a	bit	more	complex.	Geographically,	by	
moving	to	the	city,	the	man	has	removed	himself	as	much	as	possible	from	the	milieu	of	the	
frontier.	He	has	no	control	over	the	environment	outside	the	window,	but	neither	does	he	
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seem	to	want	it.	As	such,	he	could	have	been	a	man	who	acknowledges	his	own	role	as	
observer	in	an	ever	more	incomprehensible	world.	The	man’s	company	hires	Carson	Welles,	
however,	and	thereby	endeavors	to	govern	the	milieu	of	the	frontier	remotely.	Their	effort	is	
ultimately	fruitless,	as	demonstrated	by	the	man’s	brutal	murder	at	the	hands	of	Chigurh,	in	
front	of	the	very	same	windows.		
These	shots	are	less	important	for	the	individual	characters	they	describe	and	situate,	as	
they	are	notable	for	their	proximity	to	the	final	shot	of	the	film.	After	Ed	Tom	Bell’s	experience	
with	Chigurh	and	the	eventual	death	of	Llewellyn	Moss,	the	sheriff	decides	to	retire.	The	final	
scene	of	No	Country	is	a	simple	conversation	between	Bell	and	his	wife,	as	he	recounts	to	her	a	
dream	he	had.	The	scene	is	shot	in	a	series	of	singles,	in	much	the	same	way	Roger	Deakins	
consistently	shoots	conversations	in	the	Coens	works.	As	Bell	tells	his	story,	the	camera	almost	
imperceptibly	pushes	inward.	Rather	than	focusing	in	on	a	particular	aspect	of	Tommy	Lee	
Jones’	face,	as	the	Coens	often	do	while	pushing	in,	the	camera	is	slightly	off	center	with	
respect	to	the	actor.	By	the	final	shot,	the	camera	contains	only	Ed	Tom	Bell,	and	the	window	
behind	him.	The	frame	is	also	angled	slightly	below	the	actor’s	face.	The	position	allows	Jones	
to	position	his	face	directly	in	front	of	the	lens,	forcing	himself	to	look	up	at	the	actor	across	the	
table,	accentuating	his	sheepish	self-consciousness.	The	natural	light	coming	from	the	left	side	
of	the	frame	casts	a	shadow	on	the	other	side	of	Jones’	face,	accentuating	the	deep	furrows	of	
his	brow	and	the	lines	beneath	his	eyes.	Somehow,	the	Coens	have	rendered	Ed	Tom	both	
ancient	and	childlike,	frail	and	uncertain.		
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In	the	last	two	shots	I	described,	the	characters	were	surrounded	by	the	material	of	their	
immediate,	indoor	environment	as	well	as	the	exterior	milieu.	This	shot,	on	the	other	hand,	
contains	almost	nothing	but	the	two	frames:	the	window,	and	the	frame	supplied	by	the	
camera.	This	isolates	Bell	from	everything	but	his	exterior	environment.	In	fact,	even	the	color	
palette	of	the	shot	highlights	Bell’s	connection	to	the	exterior:	the	soft	green	and	brown	of	the	
walls	and	of	Bell’s	clothes	bleed	out	through	the	window	into	the	background,	blurring	the	lines	
between	it	and	the	foreground	and	thus	demoting	the	latter	to	equal	status,	even	while	the	
objects	through	the	window	are	slightly	out	of	focus.	The	largest	object	in	the	background,	
directly	behind	and	to	Bell’s	left,	recalls	the	shot	of	the	gas	station	clerk	in	particular.	Far	from	a	
piece	of	fading	industrial	equipment,	however,	this	time	the	object	is	a	tree.	The	difference	
between	this	object	and	the	manmade	objects	consistently	highlighted	before	is	important	
both	for	characterizing	Bell’s	mental	state	after	the	action	of	the	film,	and	for	situating	the	film	
relative	to	the	Deluezian	time-image	and	the	other	films	I	have	discussed.		
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	 Clarifying	the	object’s	meaning	necessitates	an	analysis	of	Bell’s	dreams,	the	final	lines	
in	the	scene.	I	mentioned	briefly	before	that	the	dream,	while	ambiguous	and	qualified	by	the	
inevitable	snap	back	to	reality,	is	hopeful.	Bell’s	subconscious	seems	to	tell	him	that	the	west	of	
his	father	and	the	old-timers—in	other	words,	the	founding	myth	of	the	west	largely	created	by	
the	classical	western—can	still	exist.	Perhaps	the	west	which	contained	the	frontier	and	
allowed	intrepid	men	to	build	their	own	lives	only	survives	in	this	dreamlike	state.	However,	the	
tree,	and	its	formalist	connections	to	Bell	as	a	characterization	tool	or	even	an	epithet,	suggests	
that	while	Bell	may	not	possess	legitimate	control	over	the	milieu,	as	did	men	of	the	classical	
western,	he	can	still	coexist	with	it	peacefully.		
	 I	would	like	briefly	to	mention	another	aspect	of	the	shots	containing	frames,	or	rather	
frames	within	frames,	in	the	film.	No	Country	is	a	film	about	ambiguity:	the	meaninglessness	
and	randomness	of	violence,	the	arbitrary	and	fabricated	dichotomy	of	good	and	evil.	Quite	
possibly	the	most	famous	western	of	all	time,	and	a	film	which	does	not	quite	fall	within	
Deleuze’s	description	of	the	Neowestern,	examines	similar	themes	in	its	protagonist.	The	final	
shots	of	the	Searchers,	in	my	opinion,	employs	the	same	frame	within	a	frame	technique,	
inspiring	the	tendency	in	No	Country	to	foreground	the	character	in	the	interior	but	lend	equal	
weight	to	their	exterior	environment.	The	shot	tracks	Ethan	Edwards	as	he	departs	from	the	
action,	having	fulfilled	his	decision	to	find	and	Debbie	and	rescue	her	from	the	“evil”	
Comanche.		
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In	the	shot,	the	interior	space—inside	of	which	the	camera	sits—	is	so	dark	from	shadow	that	it	
almost	looks	as	if	Ford	suddenly	narrowed	the	film’s	aspect	ratio.	Light	spills	through	the	
doorframe,	in	essence	foregrounding	what	should	be	the	background	of	the	shot.	Just	like	the	
final	shots	of	Bell	in	No	Country,	the	shot	suggests	a	feeling	of	redemption	in	the	protagonist	
through	connection	with	their	milieu.	Ethan	seems	finally	to	gain	a	modicum	of	peace,	but	must	
leave	for	the	frontier,	an	outsider	to	civilization.	Bell,	on	the	other	hand,	recognizes	the	
impracticability	of	a	life	like	Ethan’s,	and	resigns	himself	to	living	without	control	of	the	milieu.	
Bell’s	redemption	is	not	the	result	of	his	own	actions,	as	Ethan’s	is,	but	a	simple	
acknowledgement	that	the	world	is	not	what	he	believed,	and	that	it’s	okay.		
	 A	codifying	element	of	the	Coens’	and	Deakins’	film	grammar	is	the	way	they	choose	to	
shoot	conversations.	I	mentioned	briefly	earlier	that	generally	they	are	shot	from	within	the	
space	of	the	conversation,	usually	placing	each	character	slightly	to	the	left	or	right	of	center.	
They	use	a	shallow,	wide	angle	lens,	which	allows	a	pleasant	balance	between	the	character	
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and	their	environment.	They	tend	to	shoot	conversations	in	intimate	singles	such	as	this	
regardless	of	context	within	the	film	or	the	specific	dialogue	in	the	scene.	Doing	so	
simultaneously	plays	up	the	comedic	elements	of	the	scene,	and	any	empathy	the	audience	
feels	for	the	characters.	Shooting	both	tragic	and	comedic	moments	in	this	way	muddles	the	
boundary	between	the	two,	thereby	visually	emphasizing	the	moral	ambiguity	of	the	film.	The	
audience	already	is	not	sure	how	to	feel	about	the	characters	morally,	because	Chigurh	seems	
to	be	the	only	character	who	possesses	legitimate	agency.	The	other	characters,	particularly	
Moss,	can	only	react	to	the	inevitable.	The	Coens	reinforce	this	confusion	visually.		
	 Take,	for	example,	two	different	conversations	with	Chigurh.	In	the	first,	he	speaks	with	
a	woman	at	the	front	desk	of	Moss’	trailer	park,	in	an	attempt	to	discern	which	of	the	trailers	
belongs	to	Moss.	The	woman	refuses	to	tell	him.	At	this	point,	the	audience	has	come	to	know		
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full	well	Chigurh’s	willingness	to	murder	people	for	getting	in	his	way.	Therefore,	we	observe	
with	a	sense	of	foreboding.	The	woman,	on	the	other	hand,	has	not	context	through	which	to	
interpret	the	conversation	with	Chigurh,	and	mistakes	his	confusion	at	her	defiance	with	
stupidity.	Nonplussed,	she	repeats	that	she	cannot	give	Chigurh	the	information	he	seeks.	
Chigurh	walks	away	perplexed.	It	is	unclear	why	he	decides	not	to	kill	the	woman.	Perhaps	he	
doesn’t	even	know.	In	another	scene,	Chigurh	happens	upon	a	man	while	stranded	on	the	side	
of	the	road	with	a	dead	car	battery.	Their	conversation	is	staged	in	precisely	the	same	fashion.	
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The	viewer	cannot	help	but	laugh	at	the	man’s	obliviousness	and	joviality.	Visually,	Chigurh	
makes	no	telltale	gesture	of	either	amusement	or	anger	with	the	man,	at	least	no	more	so	than	
he	does	with	the	woman	at	the	motel	or	the	man	at	the	gas	station,	both	of	whom	left	their	
exchange	alive.	Chigurh	is	impatient,	however,	and	asks	the	man	if	he	can	remove	the	chicken	
cages	from	his	truck	bed.	In	the	next	shot,	Chigurh	sprays	down	the	truck	bed	at	a	carwash,	
clearly	having	murdered	the	man.	His	unpredictability	throughout	the	film	adds	tension	to	
every	exchange,	each	one	rendered	humorous	or	tragic	only	after	it	occurs.	Ironically,	however,	
they	render	the	conflict	between	he	and	Moss	unavoidable:	we	never	truly	hope	for	Bell’s	
success	in	the	face	of	a	man	consummately	undeterred.	Furthermore,	the	inconsistency	belies	
the	connection	between	Chigurh’s	character	and	the	milieu	he	inhabits.	As	the	scene	between	
Ellis	and	Ed	Tom	confirms,	the	violence	the	west	inflicts	on	those	who	inhabit	it	is	ultimately	
indiscriminate	and	without	meaning.	Chigurh	is	the	embodiment,	at	least	from	Bell’s	
perspective,	of	that	idea.	Incredibly,	the	Coens	translate	this	visually	while	working	within	the	
framework	of	their	established	film	grammar.		
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	 No	Country	for	Old	Men	is	an	incredibly	complicated	film,	both	structurally	and	visually.	
Its	meaning	overall	is	difficult	to	parse,	and	remains	largely	open	to	interpretation.	I	have	
chosen	in	this	chapter	to	believe	that	the	final	moments	of	the	film	suggest	a	hopefulness	in	
Bell,	and	by	extension	hope	for	the	western	region,	which	the	film	so	beautifully	illustrates	in	
disrepair	and	decay.	Hopefulness	to	what	end,	I	am	not	sure	I	could	say.	It	would	seem	overly	
optimistic,	given	the	inexorably	bleak	tone,	to	predict	a	resurgence	in	the	west	of	the	kind	of	
living	the	old-timers	supposedly	did.	In	fact,	the	film	discredits	that	way	of	life	as	a	fanciful	
creation.	As	such,	it	goes	much	farther	than	the	other	two	in	realizing	the	kind	of	bereft	
observer	Deleuze	says	characterizes	time-image	cinema.	Bell	seems	from	the	start	to	have	lost	
something	he	nor	the	audience	can	identify.	But	far	from	reasserting	the	values	of	the	western	
and	retelling	similar	stories	of	Manifest	Destiny	and	the	American	Dream,	the	film	reveals	the	
impracticability	of	those	principles.	Furthermore,	the	film	exceeds	the	boundaries	of	the	
Neowestern	is	in	its	formal	language.	Although	it	often	recalls	the	imagery	of	the	classical	
western,	and	even	to	an	extend	maintains	a	similar	geography,	the	temporal	shift	to	a	near	
present	Texas	surpasses	the	growth	of	civilization	the	classical	western	consistently	predicts,	
landing	on	a	region	beyond	that	growth	and	now	in	decline.	As	such,	this	film	is	a	perfect	
example	of	Postmodern	Western	cinema.		
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Conclusion	
Why	do	we	need	this	new	category,	the	Postmodern	Western?	The	simple	answer	is,	
because	I	think	until	now	a	space	in	the	critical	conversation	did	not	exist	that	could	fully	
contain	these	films,	while	simultaneously	allowing	them	their	uniqueness	and	separation	from	
other	films	under	the	western	genre’s	umbrella.	I	felt	that	an	attempt	to	classify	them	based	on	
existing	frameworks—Postwestern,	classical,	or	Neowestern—muddled	the	way	that	we	view	
both	these	specific	films,	and	the	films	which	fall	more	readily	into	one	of	the	three	former	
categories.	Postmodern	westerns	go	beyond	both	the	creation	myths	of	the	classical	westerns	
and	the	revisionism	of	the	Neo-	or	Postwestern.	They	can	assume	both	discourses	and	then	tell	
stories	which	incorporate	the	two.	They	do	not	exclusively	contain	the	marks	or	elements	of	
either	subgenre,	participate	in	them	both	without	belonging.	They	can,	and	do	exist	somewhere	
in	between.	That	said,	the	Postmodern	Western	is	a	genre	far	from	fully	defined,	and	each	of	
these	film’s	success	within	that	framework	is	relative.	For	instance,	were	it	on	a	spectrum	with	
the	Neowestern	on	the	left,	the	Postwestern	on	the	right,	and	the	Postmodern	Western	in	the	
middle,	Unforgiven	would	be	notably	left	of	the	center	mark.	Django	Unchained,	on	the	other	
hand,	would	drift	to	the	right.	Comparing	those	films	with	No	Country,	I	believe,	centers	the	
final	film	directly	in	the	middle.	What	makes	these	films,	and	this	subgenre,	special,	is	their	
ability—through	the	deft	employment	of	sophisticated	visual	techniques,	and	a	deep	
knowledge	of	other	American	cinema—not	to	pigeonhole	themselves	to	the	genre	by	
employing	its	marks,	or	limit	themselves	to	simple	revisionism	or	a	statement	of	values.	They	
are	great	genre	films,	yes,	but	they	are	also	just	great	films,	able	to	tell	stories	which	transcend	
the	ideologies	of	classical	western	cinema.	Perhaps	the	most	important	mark	of	the	
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Postmodern	western,	then,	is	formal	and	visual	complexity.	Their	nuance	affords	them	the	
ability	to	avoid	retelling	the	same	stories	of	the	invention	of	an	American	identity,	and	instead	
illustrate	how	American	identity	has	evolved.	In	many	ways,	the	relationship	that	Postmodern	
Westerns	have	with	their	filmic	predecessors	mirrors	the	relationship	between	postmodern	
American	identity	and	our	knowledge	of	the	past.	We	do	our	best	to	acknowledge	that	those	
semi-mythical	stories	of	rugged	individualism	continue	to	shape	the	American	psyche,	but	
recognize	its	flaws.	Just	like	the	western,	we	are	still	coming	to	terms	with	those	mistakes,	and	
trying	to	move	beyond	them	in	an	increasingly	complicated	world.	These	films,	like	all	good	
cinema,	are	a	reflection	of	us.	We	need	the	Postmodern	Western	because	it	helps	us	know	
ourselves.	One	thing	is	for	sure:	the	Western	won’t	be	dead	so	long	as	we	maintain	a	
conversation	with	the	values	and	landscape	that	made	it.		
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